Planning a Field Study to Assess the Role of Harnessing Social Capital for Rural Development
Field researchers have many details to worry about. The objective of this chapter is to walk a researcher through the various aspects of a field research study. The proposed study is on the impact of harnessed and guided social capital, formalized into village or community organizations (COs), on induced collective action that reduces poverty and enhances community or village well-being. As explained in chapter 3, this research study was designed but not executed and, therefore, the various aspects of the study were fully fleshed out. There have been minor revisions so that, in conjunction with this chapter, the study design constitutes a research manual.
The most difficult part of the research is to define the research questions in a way that can be made operational, but that is only the beginning. The research questions have to be formalized into research objectives that can be incorporated into terms of reference for the study. A research design, and a plan to execute it, needs to be developed to address the objectives. Based on the research objectives and research design, field instruments have to be developed and pretested. This presupposes that the researcher has already worked out an analysis plan that is incorporated into the field instruments. The field team then needs to be extensively trained and a field strategy and work plan evolved. Field studies are often solicited because it is difficult to secure the large amount of funds required to execute a carefully designed field study. However, the researcher must be prepared to negotiate the terms of reference and, being prepared to write them, can help the iterative negotiating process.
Research Questions
Fine (2001, p. 140) rightly points out that "it is impossible for the researcher not to bring analytical preconceptions to the sample survey [research study], and also to its interpretation." For example, the World Bank Web site dedicated to research on social capital has posted several related questionnaires on measuring social capital for social analysis, and analytical preconceptions are built into the questionnaires.
1 Fine also highlights the importance of being aware of "the historical specificities" of individual villages. Based on the case study in Part II, we would add to this advice the importance of being aware of cultural specificities of the research locality.
We assume that the researcher is engaged in research on the process of harnessing social capital that uses the social mobilization model of the Aga Khan Rural Support Program (AKRSP, see chapter 3). First, the central research question would need to be identified. Invariably there are other related issues of interest, but it is important to build the research design to address the main research question.
Suppose the development organization (DO) would like to know what accounts for the success of their interventions. As a social researcher, one would need to start the research process with some hypothesis in mind. This may be refuted once the research gets underway and one needs to be completely open to that possibility, but it would be advisable to go to the field with some open-ended instruments for preliminary pretesting based on the knowledge derived from the existing relevant literature and understanding of the historical and cultural context of the area in question.
Based on the research we engaged in for this book, we would hypothesize that how much social capital a village starts with (defined as the strength of their mutual trust, norms for dispute resolution, reciprocal interactions, networks, and spontaneous traditions of collective action) would be central to explaining the success of a development NGOs attempts at harnessing social capital and formalizing it in the form of sustainable COs that could be guided to engage in collective action. Failure would be assumed to have occurred when the CO withered away without any collective action. Thus no community physical or social infrastructure was constructed and poverty was not reduced. Conversely, if the COs were sustained and such infrastructure was created and the benefits derived by the most marginalized in the village, despite unequal power structures, then we
